Unspinning the spin Labour manages to get these astonishing results by mismanaging the way it measures noise:
• It ignores the World Health Organisation (WHO) recommended noise levels that it has signed up to…. in theory. The WHO argues that people start to get 'moderately' annoyed when noise averages out over the day at 50 decibels; and get 'seriously' annoyed at 55 decibels. The UK Government doesn't accept that annoyance sets in until the noise averages out at 57 decibels.
If the Labour Government adhered to the World Health Organisation's noise recommendations, it could not deny that, by 2005, around one million people in London and the Thames Valley could be moderately annoyed by Heathrow aircraft and over half a million may be seriously annoyed.
• It has not done a social survey asking people if aircraft noise bothers them for 20 years. In that time the number of flights using Heathrow has more than doubled. Most of it noise measurements are computergenerated, based on the findings of a 20 year old study.
But just before the last election…
In May 2001, a month before the last General Election, Labour made an announcement. The then Aviation Minister, Bob Ainsworth, announced that the Government was going to commission a new study into people's attitudes to aircraft noise: "This new study underlines the Government's commitment to underpin our policy on aircraft noise by substantial research that commends the widest possible confidence." (DfT press release 8/5/01).
Four years on, the study has still not been published. And, in any case, it seems it will be less comprehensive than first appeared, with the emphasis being on the monetary value people put on relief from noise, rather than how much it annoys them. New Labour is the first Government in over 30 years to plan for a climate where aircraft noise will get worse. Previous governments knew that increased noise levels that would result from their plans to expand aviation had a reasonable chance of being offset by the introduction of quieter aircraft. That is no longer the case. The CAA conclusions quoted above were backed up consultants Arthur D. Little, who provided a technical report for the Government in 2000.
The technical improvements to cut noise will not match the huge growth in aircraft numbers that are predicted. Under Labour's plans, Heathrow could face the prospect of over 700,000 flights a year. The Government wants to make fuller use of the airport's existing two runways. It has also made clear in its Aviation White Paper that it favours a third runway at Heathrow if it can find ways of keeping air pollution levels in the area below the legal limits laid down by the European Union. A recent report from the Civil Aviation Authority (December 2003, by D.P.Rhodes) revealed that a new runway, plus greater use of existing runways, could result in around 735,000 flights a year -almost 300,000 more than currently use the airport.
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